expression and careers in dance and numerous studios of plastic dance were opened in Moscow and St Petersburg, their leaders also contributing to actor training.
The leading actresses of the original MAT, founded in 1898 by Konstantin Stanislavsky and Vladimir
Nemirovich-Danchenko, included Stanislavsky's wife Lilina, Olga Knipper-Chekhova, Maria Andreyeva and Olga Gzovskaya. The MAT became famous throughout Russia, Europe and America for its staging of the new drama, often concerned with women's situation, of Anton Chekhov, Henrik
Ibsen and others, for innovative productions of classics and the development of Stanislavsky's System of training actors. The establishment of the theatre and its ethics contributed a great deal to the legitimisation of the profession. Yet, while establishing an ethos in which the profession of actress was a reputable one, as Maria Ignatieva writes, Stanislavsky demanded obedience and unquestioning trust from these actresses while an idealised view of the female performer as muse was essential in his artistic search. Relationships were often conflicted and younger performers such as Alyssa Koonen and Vera Baranovskaya often sought, at least in some ways, to fulfil his expectations but in others were unable to do so. 3 The actresses' work is of interest in relation to tensions between the representations of femininity and conventional gendered behaviour in the plays produced by MAT, generally authored and directed by men, and the actresses' lives.
4
Role of the 'New Soviet Woman ' The MAT contributed to the establishment of Russian theatre and acting as high art. Maude F.
Meisel shows how both men and women in the Russian or Soviet theatre 'consistently present their lives as dedicated to a transcendent cultural good'. 5 Birman writes of Stanislavsky and the System in this way despite becoming part of theatre movements that challenged Stanislavsky's dominance. In the MAT studios, Leopold Sulerzhitskii, whom Stanislavsky considered his only 'true' disciple, was initially in charge (1912) . This responsibility was then taken on variously by Yevgenii Vakhtangov (1916) and Chekhov (1922) . At times, Stanislavsky viewed both Vakhtangov and Chekhov, Birman's contemporaries, as errant students who diverged from his principles, but each developed aspects of the System in ways which still continue to be influential in the practice of acting.
In the late 1930s, Stanislavsky's System (or a received notion of it) was endorsed by the state as the ideologically correct way of training performers for Socialist Realist art. Some of the actresses, including Birman, taught the System, while not necessarily using it exclusively in their own roles and having to keep silent about allegiances to Chekhov who emigrated in 1928, or to avant-garde theatre movements such as that led by Vsevolod Meyerhold. There were further complexities related to the increasing need for the identity of the female actor, director and teacher to hinge around being a Soviet citizen. For actresses of Birman's generation, despite the changing sexual politics of the revolution, success continued to be dependent on negotiations with male directors, teachers, playwrights, and increasingly, the Soviet state. In 1918, the first constitution of the USSR proclaimed equal rights of all citizens. In the 1930s, the victory of socialism on completing the industrialization and collectivization of its economy was declared. The 1936 Constitution of the USSR stated that women were accorded equal rights with men in all spheres of economic, state, cultural, social, and political life but this translated into an equal right with men to work supported by maternity benefits and nursery provision.
Women were needed as a major part of workforce. Soviet propaganda promoted images of 'New Soviet Women in films, as factory and collective farmworkers, teachers, communist leaders…pilots'. 6 Stalin wrote 'it is not property status, not national origin, not sex, not office, but personal ability and personal labour, that determines the position of every citizen in society'. 7 However, this aspiration was not necessarily reflected in women's pay or career prospects and, in a sense, for the actress the loyalty and submission demanded by Stanislavsky to his ideal of theatre art was expanded into that demanded by what has been termed the Stalinist neopatriarchal social system. 8 While Marxist teaching on emancipation from traditional gender roles in the creation of the New Soviet Man and the New Soviet Woman had been a lynchpin of the Bolshevik attempt to transform society, by the 1930s it was clear that policies such as easy divorce and abortion available on demand were creating instability and the birth rate was falling. The ideal of the stable family as a cornerstone of society was reinstated with a new slant as the Soviet family where women had a double responsibility, as workers and home-makers, and the authorities attempted to 'construct a particular set of gender relations -a triangular set of relations in which the primary relationship of individual men and women was to the state, rather than to each other.' 9 In order to sustain a career, the second generation actresses had to pledge themselves as workers for the Soviet state: avant-garde art was condemned as formalist and pre-revolutionary work such as that of Duncan's free dance followers was repressed. As Birman put it, 'from a "priest of art" the actor was gradually transformed into a citizen of the Soviet country, organically united with it'. 10 While in some parts of the world in the early twentieth century emancipation brought with it opportunities for actresses to use their position to fight for change and voice political views, under A new concept of the theatre and of acting as a profession was formed. Our purpose was to reveal the truth, to probe the depths of human experience. We had the greatest contempt for the 'mechanical expression of unfelt feelings'. 15 The first artistic principle the Studio sought to define was how to convey the 'life of the human spirit' in artistic form to the audience. 16 Conveying the actor's experiencing was promoted by the intimacy with the audience in the small Studio in the Komissarzhevskaia Theatre, where the audience sat on raked seating very close to the playing area, which was marked off by a carpet rather than footlights.
Another principle of the work was the humanist ethos and aesthetic of the System formulated by Birman, Cheban and him until late at night 'and we…insolent ones…corrected his plan and gave him advice. He…great man…listened to us and believed us. 32 Yet, Vakhtangov wrote to her in 1921:
While we followed the path set out by the Art Theatre, we walked calmly and surely, without
any sense of what it meant to stage and perform a play. We made everything out of the same dough -rolls, muffins, cookies and bread -and their taste was identical, too. We followed this road and came to a luxurious cemetery. We should do our own work. 33 Vakhtangov's fourth production, instrumental in the development of Birman's own method, was his expressionist version of August Strindberg's Erik XIV with Chekhov in one of his great roles as Erik and Birman acclaimed for her role as Katarina Stenbock, Erik's stepmother, the 'strong, majestic, embittered Dowager Queen'. 34 Visually influenced by Cubism and showcasing Vakhtangov's experiments with the grotesque, the production was seen as relevant to the Revolution in its depiction of the social conflict between the court and the ordinary people. Birman discussed the role of rhythm and musicality. The influential Soviet critic and director Pavel Markov wrote that Birman was a good conductor of his ideal…a symbol of cruel and evil power alien to interests of the people… The world which was to be destroyed was best expressed in this tall dry figure with a severe angry face, who glided along the corridors of the northern palace… 35 The character was described as like 'a giant black bat'. 36 She remarks, 'Before I began reading my role I suddenly found myself sliding my feet over the floor. 37 Chekhov liked this and in this production were the antecedents of what he was to name psychological gesture.
When Vakhtangov was directing me in the play Eric XIV, neither of us knew about these things, but somehow we were both driving towards the archetype or gesture. Vakhtangov told me that if I had an imaginary circle on the floor and tried to go through it but could not, then it would be something of Eric. From this we found a certain form of gesture and shouting for the whole play. 38 Birman also wrote, 'My queen was fearfully lonely and unhappy'. 39 The experience led to the creation of further complex anti-heroines or, as she called them, 'extraordinary women'. 40 Though she was cast in episodic, background roles she made them main roles. 41 She played Goneril in King Lear on the main stage 1924 and was praised for her 'sharp plastic depiction'. 42 In the First Studio she worked from Stanislavsky's spiritual naturalism to the extreme psychology of
Festival, the expressionism of Erik imbuing her powerful characters with contradictory features. She was then to acquire a reputation as a consummate artist of the tragi-comic grotesque. 45 Birman's characters too were sometimes seen as masks rather than realistic.
Birman and the avant-garde

Speaking of Birman in 1929 at the Central Commission for the Improvement of Life of Scholars,
Meyerhold presented her as an actress of the grotesque, 'a gifted inventor of new stage forms' and in the 'region of the grotesque… surpassed by no-one'. 46 For Stanislavsky, the grotesque had to be founded in internal psychological content, but for Meyerhold in gesture and movement. The grotesque for Meyerhold was the synthesis of extracts of opposites, the conflict between form and content, 47 and for Stanislavsky, the internal content of the play, the essence, was more important than form. Although it could be exaggerated, even caricatured, the role was experienced expressing the fullness of life. 48 Vakhtangov's experiments with grotesque allowed the actor and director to 'inwardly justify the content of the given play in a dramatic and condensed way … with a form that manifests the essence of the play's content'. He would also introduce satirical elements introduced to a character after it has been developed by actor in accordance with psychological realism, resulting in mask-like characterisations. 49 Birman too found middle ground in the dispute on the grotesque, aiming for eccentric, precise form of her anti-heroines while revealing their humanity by using Stanislavsky Giatsintova recalls the men dismissing the project as 'women's directing'. 57 However, it was a major advance for her as a female director in the work of the Studio, building on her experiences with to produce a vivid celebration of Russian literature and its relevance to the contemporary audience and interesting roles for women.
Birman at MAAT-2, 1924-9
In view of its success, and 'construction of the image-mask' but this presupposed some freedom of choice in repertoire. 59 However, the eclecticism in part resulted from internal divisions that were to eventually split the theatre. Stating, 'our theatre is experiencing a moment of fracture' Birman and Smyshlaev directed K.A.
Lipskerova's The Tsardom of Mitkino in 1928. They were seeking socially significant plays which avoided pessimistic moods, as Petersburg and other productions had been seen in this way whereas Soviet plays were meant to express the joy of the new way of life. Though Mitkino concerned a wellused theme, the exploration of how monarchical power was inimical to humanity, it was a step further, in that it had 'elements of the major chord, infectious humour and that optimism, sensing and conveying which is the basic task of the play'.
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BIRMAN AT MAAT-2, 1929-1936
Until 1929, MAAT-2 had, in Vakhtangov's words had been able to 'do its own work' maintaining its artistic policy, eclectic though it may have been. Birman wrote about this grotesque character:
My rendering of Anne, who was ugly morally as well as physically, was directed against monarchism, despotism, tyranny. I did everything in my power to express the ugliness of her body and soul… I believed that the denunciation of all that is hostile to life and man is the equivalent of affirming all that is beneficial to them. 71 Birman's performance was described as 'masterly'. 72 In the same year A.N. Afinogenov's The Crank, staged by Bersenev and Cheban, explored in an optimistic way the problem of the intelligentsia in the Communist state in a story of the relationship between an eccentric intellectual who fights bureaucracy and philistinism and paper factory workers who set out to fulfil a 5 year plan in 4 years.
According to Giatsintova, Birman played the bureaucratic official Anna Troshchina, with a particular, self-assured walk, frightening in her stupidity, creating both a 'collective type and a real character. 73 As with Mary in The Flea, even when playing a downtrodden person, 'according to Stanislavsky's law' she found in the character signs of protest or exaggerated and made downtroddenness concrete, in this way bringing out the human spirit. 74 However, some critics said that Birman did not always 'find the image of today's hero'. 75 The Crank represented Soviet material performed in a psychologically realist style; it was recognised that ideology and aesthetic worked together here, while other productions by MAAT-2 such as V.N.Kirshon's play Bread were not so successful. There were 500
performances.
The There was yet another reorganisation of the management, which still included Birman, Giatsintova, Bersenyev and Deikun and an instruction to raise the creative activeness of the collective, to widen responsibility for the artistic-ideological guidance of the theatre and its creative growth. 79 V. 
Mossoviet, the Komsomol theatre and Vassa Zheleznova
Birman wrote as positively as she could about the move:
We fathomed with great respect the capacity for work of the collective, its precise ability to convey to the auditorium the idea of the play. Sometimes the MOSPS actors were hampered by exaggeration…rather than living in the image. But having met with the realism of the MOSPS theatre …we were to a large degree saved from the sin of 'psychologizing'. Birman writes of Vassa as the greatest event in her career. 84 She said in a lecture in 1937 that she was pleased to hear a Communist writer describe Vassa as a 'fascist', because she herself had referred to the events unfolding in Spain in rehearsals as a 'frightening image of capitalist society' though intending the production to create a humorous, even joyful impression as such a situation 'does not exist in our country'. 85 However, although Vassa was complex and cruel, 'a capitalist, a wild beast, she was not painted in dark colours only but as crushed by social forces'. 86 It was a controversial production but the play continued in the repertoire, and re-directed after the move to the Komsomol Theatre, with the reviews becoming increasingly positive, despite the sympathy evoked for a character deemed a class enemy.
Moreover, through the role of Vassa, she was eventually able to assert the avant-garde aspects of her method though this was not until the 1970s (she died in 1976). She wrote that Gorky's view of her Queen Anne meant that he recognised her as an eccentric actress and therefore she had the right to be so, although until then, as she had been advised by the All-Union Theatre Organization, she had had to call eccentrism 'expressiveness'. (Similarly, she had had to refer to her art as 'character, almost grotesque roles…it seemed to me that this was my calling'.
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). She refers to the pain that Alpers' article caused her, although looking back, she could say calmly that he was wrong in his vicious attack against eccentric actors. She defines eccentrism as 'justified exaggeration and sharp but carefully considered accentuation'. 88 
Birman's Work in Film
Eisenstein had to do battle with the Film Committee to get permission for Birman to play the role of Efrosinia Staritskaya in Ivan the Terrible, as Stalin had particular ideas about the film and the Committee considered her unsuitable for the role. She writes that she struggled with the role of a noblewoman and that the first meeting with cinematographer Andrei Moskvin, 'was ghastly' as he could not see how her physical attributes would work on film. 89 Unlike other film directors she had worked with, Eisenstein expected her to achieve the role with little preparation or direction and she was struggling with the culminating scene when they heard that a commission from the Film Committee was coming to see how the work was progressing, including how she was coping with her role. They viewed the scene at the end of Part 2, where Staritskaya anticipates seeing that Ivan has been assassinated, as she had planned:
At rehearsals I had always tried to discover in myself the attributes of a domineering woman … a 'ruler', a 'matriarch' but all of this was suddenly supplanted by the knowledge that I, Efrosinia, was a sinful woman, but that moment had come when I would no longer have to resort to deception, intrigue, disloyalty and crime. 90 Then, instead of seeing Ivan dead, and 'expecting to find supreme happiness', Staritskaya sees that it is her son, finding instead 'supreme anguish' as Birman phrases her insight into the humanity of the character. Eisenstein said that the film committee had approved the scene, thinking it was another actress, the implication being that her transformation into the character was so convincing that they did not recognize her. Birman writes that she experienced exultation at this culmination of her work as a tragi-grotesque actress. Stanislavsky's notion of truth in acting was validated by the reality of personal experience, whereas
Chekhov's feeling of the truth was validated by what was generated by his imagination in the context of the play, which was the route to 'other worlds'. Spiritual forces were the source for creativity and an external source for the imagination, and Steiner's anthroposophy gave him a route to harnessing these powers, which he wished to marry with the inner truth and emotional depth of Stanislavsky's system. 101 However, the source for the work of our imagination should not be personal experience. He argued that 'If we take the real image of our grandfather, it becomes too personal in the wrong sense'.
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The actor is not confined to characters emerging from their own personality, or lower ego.
Chekhov's images, created by the fantasy of the artist have an independent life and are an expansion into worlds beyond oneself. Kirillov explains that in this method, the actor imagines the character and consciously asks questions of this image, which 'gives its answers not in verbal form, but visually…demonstrating its features… to the actor in his imagination'. The image of the character 'dictates' itself 'objectively' to the actor who then imitates it... this is the 'method of image fantasizing and imitating'. 103 Deftly combining Stanislavsky and Chekhov's ideas, Birman wrote:
It is recommended that you should go from yourself to the image, but this is a recommendation and not a creative directive. The preference 'going from oneself' changes in dependence on given circumstances, unnoticed, gradually, the actor re-arranges himself and preserves the feeling of living his life. There is a fear that 'going from the image, the actor does not achieve fusion and does not ignite his life in the image. The image will be alien, forced, formalistic. But through myself I get to know the image and its new life. Or through the image I find new life according to new laws in myself. This is absolutely the same thing. Some roles are easier to find from oneself and some from the image'. 104 She also wrote that Chekhov said, "we give the image our dwelling space and we ourselves sit on the threshold and observe what the image is doing in us".' The example she gives, however, is Stanislavsky as Stockmann in Ibsen's An Enemy of the People. 105 In 1937, writing about playing Vassa, she notes, 'the most frightening thing to me seems the socalled question of 'from oneself'. I hate this word. I play nothing from myself and 'from myself'. I do not go onstage 'from myself', I would be ashamed'. 106 Birman, when speaking in a seminar in the same year 'Work on the Image' opens with a discussion of Stanislavsky's view on will, mentions Engels and then goes on to say: 'I make much use of Chekhov's advice though he has had little credit as an actor of authority… Chekhov said 'the image exists outside me. The idea is to get close to the image, to oneself and to fuse with it'. 107 There was no mystical aspect to this for Birman and, defending Chekhov against the accusations that his spiritual beliefs were unhealthy, she wrote
I saw with what striking speed he went from the joke to the tragic state. I could see him singing gypsy songs in the wings, but when the curtain went up you saw a dying man onstage. In this sense, Chekhov was a healthy person. He went to the kernel of the role with such lightness that you would be astonished. If you could imitate him you would not lose anything. 108 These unpublished talks and essays at the end of the 1930s were the last times she was able to say 
Conclusion
While Birman and the actresses of her generation could be seen as willing to compromise with the regime, and this indubitably brought material rewards and some status, this was a necessity as far as survival as an artist was concerned. Like other artists during the 20s and 30s she appeared to be sincerely committed to the government's project of transforming society and implementing the arts for the sake of this transformation. The closure of MAAT-2 was a severe blow, she and her colleagues were deprived of the theatre they saw as home, but she continued to pledge herself to the Soviet state and to work to a ways forward in the theatre while remaining in Russia.
This choice was perhaps influenced by her perception, as she wrote, that Chekhov 'fell' as an actor when he emigrated. 109 She could not mention publicly the name of her close colleague until after
Stalin's death in the 'thaw' years, which, reportedly, she found 'unbearably painful'.However, she maintained her commitment to the principles of the First Studio, assessing in 1959 whether they were too wedded to the 'life of the image', she writes 'we were true to the basis of Russian theatrical art -the desire for life on stage'. 110 While avant-garde art was vilified and suppressed under Stalin, as an actor Birman was able, at least sometimes, in roles such as Staritskaya, to assert both her eccentrism and her humanist ethos through her artistic creation of 'extra-ordinary' women, powerful anti-heroines and class enemies, such as monarchs, bourgeois capitalists, and women of lower social status attempting to exert power through acquiring wealth or status in the Soviet bureaucracy.
Her tragi-farcical and tragicomic characters could be frightening, touching and funny. In their creation she broke new ground in a theatre, which represented femininity in a conventional way and portrayed emotions as gender defined. She also humanized her characters in a period when policies of dehumanization of those perceived to be enemies of the state purported to justify mass killings.
Perhaps to do so was essential for a performer to preserve their own humanity in the Stalin period and beyond. 
